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House of Burgess: Hating is bad for your 
health 


Study correlates online negativity, heart disease 


By Rob Burgess 
Tribune columnist 


Anyone who puts their work out into the world faces criticism. It’s expected. 
It’s part of the job. It’s not something that can be totally escaped, nor 
should it be. Developing some methods of coping with both positive and 


negative responses to your hard work is essential. 


But what The Guardian columnist and GQ magazine writer Lindy West 


faced, no one should be asked to endure. 


West’s story, “Ask Not For Whom The Bell Trolls; It Trolls for Thee,” was 
featured on Sunday’s episode of radio show This American Life, “If You 
Don’t Have Anything Nice To Say, SAY IT IN ALL CAPS.” In it, West 
describes receiving a Twitter message in 2013 from an account that claimed 
to belong to her recently deceased father, Paul West. The profile picture 


was even an actual photo of him. 


“The little bio on Twitter read ‘embarrassed father of an idiot — other two 


1n 


kids are fine, though,’” said West. “His location — dirt hole in Seattle.” 


She then wrote an article about how effectively this troll had carved at her 
still fresh wounds. What happened next was nothing short of astounding: 
The hater emailed her, revealed his true identity, apologized profusely and 


contributed a $50 donation to a charity in her father’s name. 


“This was the meanest thing anyone’s ever done to me,” said West in an 
excerpt from a two-hour-long interview she conducted with her former 
tormentor for the show. “But you’re also the only troll who’s ever 


apologized. Not just to me, I’ve never heard of this happening before.” 


West’s story was fascinating not just because of how much thought and 
detail her faceless oppressor put into researching his target (he even 
created a fake Gmail account under the name Paul West), but also because 


of what it revealed about the inner workings of the hater’s brain. Think of 


the mental and emotional energy this level of precise detestation requires; 


and all for someone you’ve never met, nor will you most likely ever meet. 


A University of Manitoba report on trolling by Erin E. Buckels, Paul D. 
Trapnell and Delroy L. Paulhus, which was published in the September 2014 
edition of the journal Personality and Individual Differences, described 


common features of this mindset. 


“In two online studies respondents completed personality inventories and a 
survey of their Internet commenting styles,” read a portion of the study’s 
abstract. “Both studies revealed similar patterns of relations between 
trolling and the Dark Tetrad of personality: trolling correlated positively 
with sadism, psychopathy and Machiavellianism, using both enjoyment 


ratings and identity scores.” 


These people are not just mentally ill, but often physically sick as well. 


Living on the dark side of the Internet is an indicator of poor health. 


“Twitter can serve as a dashboard indicator of a community’s psychological 
well-being and can predict county-level rates of heart disease, according to 
new research published in Psychological Science, a journal of the 
Association for Psychological Science,” read a Jan. 21 press release. 
“Researchers from the University of Pennsylvania demonstrated that 
Twitter can capture more information about heart disease risk than many 


traditional factors combined, as it also characterizes the psychological 


atmosphere of a community. The findings show that expressions of negative 
emotions such as anger, stress, and fatigue in the tweets from people ina 
given county were associated with higher heart disease risk in that county. 
On the other hand, expressions of positive emotions like excitement and 


optimism were associated with lower risk.” 


During West’s interview with her unnamed online assailant, she found out 


what a sad individual he was during his darkest days. 


“He hated his body,” she said. “His girlfriend dumped him. He spent every 
day in front of a computer at an unfulfilling job. A passionless life, he called 


it.” 


After hearing West’s cathartic exchange, I’m not even mad at haters 


anymore: I just feel pity. Examine yourselves. Seek help. 


Rob Burgess, Tribune night editor, may be reached by calling 765-454-8577, 


via email at rob.burgess@kokomotribune.com or on Twitter at 
twitter.com/robaburg. 


